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Relational Aesthetics and Critical Culture 
 
Introduction 
 
In this discussion I will consider some of Nicholas Bourriaud’s key assertions 
about  Relational Aesthetics and art’s role in today’s society. In relation to the 
latter, he offers an important distinction between an art devoted to “critical” 
modes of operation (old avant-garde) and artists that are willing to ‘compromise’ 
with a world they no longer see themselves “outside of”. The subsequent art of 
Relational Aesthetics offers flexible and life enhancing “alternatives” and 
“options”, rather than uncompromising opposition to consumer capitalism. This 
being the case, I want to keep in mind two fundamental questions: ‘To what 
degree does Relational Aesthetics art alleviate the alienation of capitalist life?’ 
And secondly, “Does Relational Aesthetics offer a genuine ‘alternative’ to the 
values of corporate capitalism, or does it inadvertently represent them?”  
 
Relational Aesthetics: fundamental propositions 
 
A fundamental proposition in Relational Aesthetics is that art is about “sets of 
relations” rather than objects. Importantly, these sets of relations are conceived of 
as “social relations”.i Bourriaud argues that artists such as Felix Gonzalez-Torres, 
Pierre Huyghe and Rirkrit Tiravanija use art to propose relations that give the 
spectator alternative experiential “options”. The Relational Aesthetics art object 
therefore only exists to ‘materialize a relation to the world’, rather than act as an 
end in itself. The relations in such engagements also diverge from dominant 
cultural and political conditionings associated with global, mass-mediated 
consumerism. 
 
Bourriaud’s understanding of ‘social relations’ in the era of global capitalism is 
partly informed by Guy Debord’s Society of the Spectacle (1967). In assessing the 
impact of a mass mediated image-world on human relations, Debord concluded 
that in such a society 'The spectacle is not just a collection of images, but a social 
relation among people, mediated by images'.ii He also claimed that a mediated 
social reality represented the capitalist colonisation of life where everyone 
related to each other as reified images and people’s desires were commodified 
and sold back to them as packaged goods. This  situation meant that ‘…the roles, 
ideas, and lifestyles possible within capitalist society are allowed to appear only 
to the extent that they appear as commodities.’iii In consuming images people 
were enticed into a form of social conditioning. This caused alienation from one's 
own subjectivity because the self was transformed into commodity forms. 
 
Bourriaud espouses a similar view of the world. He complains that social 
relations are dominated by a “general reification” in which the ‘social bond has 
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been turned into a standardized artefact’.iv In a world governed by the division 
of labour, ultra-specialisation, mechanisation and the law of profitability people 
are encouraged to relate to each other as commodities, and as “spectacular” 
representations.v For Bourriaud, as for Debord, the consumer is corralled into 
using experiences as products and ultimately experiencing others as 
representations.vi  
 
This is a dissenting view of life in a mass mediated capitalist world. Like Debord, 
Adorno and Marcuse, Bourriaud argues that there is a way out of this condition 
if an “alternative” set of relations (that aren’t reified by the mass media and 
commodity relations) is found. He therefore appears to adhere to a leftist view 
that capitalism’s instrumental and cynical approach to existence is a bad thing. 
But, his solution to the problem declares a significant departure from leftist 
“critical theory”. Firstly, Bourriaud does not subscribe to the idea of a “false 
consciousness”; and secondly, he does not believe that political resistance to this 
state of affairs that can be launched “outside the system”. 
 
In pursuing the idea that one cannot be “outside the system”, Bourriaud argues 
that rather than rebelling against today’s reified world of social relations, it is the 
artist’s role to offer “alternative” ways of living. This approach is justified 
because the old revolutionary project of the left failed to overturn the system. It 
failed because the notion of “critical culture” was rather limited and too easily 
marginalised by the forces of the right. Therefore, it is proposed that 
“alternatives for living” rather than a “revolution of the system” is a more 
realistic and strategic engagement with today’s cultural problems. As Relational 
Aesthetics’ artists are not “outside” any more they can freely act as a point of 
“transition” between a commodified existence and a world that provides some 
respite from these conditions. The fundamental attitude might then be described 
as one of “compromise”. Questions about Relational Aesthetics should thus be 
directed not so much at how or whether its artists are critical of society, but 
rather to “what degree” are they critical of society, and to what degree do they 
offer relief from reified social relations? 
 
Bourriaud argues that although artists live within the system they are able to 
provide non-commodified experiences because they operate in an “interstice”. 
This term is borrowed from Marx and is linked to acts of “transition”. Bourriaud 
uses these terms as the first line of defence against critics who argue that if artists 
are already implicated in a corporatised art system how can they lay claim to any 
“authentic” expression of dissent? Bourriaud concedes that the art scene is 
implicated in a larger economic system, but that as a “social interstice” it is a 
trading community that can elude the “capitalist economic context”. This is 
because ‘Art represents a barter activity that cannot be regulated by any 
currency, or any “common substance”.’vii This exemption from economic 
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corruption is fortified by the very nature of Relational Aesthetics art because it 
deals with social relations that do not entirely depend on an object/commodity. 
Instead, in the contemporary art exhibition its artists provide an  
 
arena of representational commerce [that] creates free areas, and time  
spans whose rhythm contrasts with those structuring everyday life, and it  
encourages an inter-human commerce that differs from the   
“communication zones” that are imposed upon us.viii 
 
For Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics is a bona fide political project because it 
makes social relations, rather than art, a political issue. These social relations seek 
to reconnect people and work against the atomisation of the individual in a mass 
media society.  
 
Relational Aesthetics: the nature of its art 
 
When dealing with an art as that which privileges social relations over objects we 
confront Bourriaud’s basic premise that he is not presenting a theory of art, but 
rather a theory of form.  He states that 
 
Unlike an object that is closed in on itself by the intervention of a style and  
a signature, present-day art shows that form only exists in the encounter  
and in the dynamic relationship enjoyed by an artistic proposition with  
other formations, artistic or otherwise.ix  
 
In Relational Aesthetics art is therefore about “forms” rather than “objects”, and 
is actually mostly about “formations”. These formations include a number of 
actions including “proposals” for, “dialogues” with, and a process of 
“encounters” between audience and artists. Such tendencies are intended to 
supersede older artistic strategies that sought to establish relations between an 
audience and an art object. The art object is still used in Relational Aesthetics 
exhibitions, but it is incidental rather than central. 
 
The new art’s formations, dialogues and encounters provide experiences that are 
“direct” rather than “reified”, as the artist basically offers “proposals” for ways 
of living. The art installation is thus seen as “a state of encounter” that facilitates 
proximity and immediacy, and where contact and tactility are privileged over 
the purely visual (aesthetics for its own sake). As Bourriaud suggests, ‘The space 
where their works are displayed is altogether the space of interaction, the space 
of openness that ushers in all dialogues.’x This is meant to transcend the old 
demand that the viewer thinks about the “art”. Instead, the new art situation is 
meant to encourage dialogues between the spectator and the art installation that 
open up “negotiations” about forms of non-consumerist sociability. The 
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formations in art installations are thus the platforms through which such 
exchanges can be developed, for the viewer is invited to enter into dialogues 
about possible future worlds or potential inter-human relations.xi  
 
These new inter-human relations can be engendered through meetings, events, 
games, festivals and places of conviviality. These engagements expand the 
subversive potential of art because, unlike in 60s practice (which was largely 
confined to the realm of art relations), the new artists offer models for 
“resistance” that are directed at the broader social realm. In these events artists 
like Huyghe, Gillick and Parreno use installations to produce work that is 
relatively immaterial. What is critical in this process is that they 
  
negotiate open relationships with the viewer, which are not resolved 
beforehand.  
This latter thus wavers between the status of passive consumer and the 
status of  
witness, associate, customer, guest, co-producer, and protagonist …we 
know that  
attitudes become forms, and we should now realise that forms prompt 
models of  
sociability”.xii 
 
On the question of critical resistance 
 
When Hal Foster referred to Relational Aesthetics as an “arty party” he was 
demeaning Bourriaud’s conception of “critical resistance” (a favourite avant-
garde catchphrase). This may be because Bourriaud’s use of the term “resistance” 
is almost indistinguishable from that of offering “alternative choices”, and is a 
long way from a critical dissent that seeks to transform life on a broader scale. 
Bourriaud’s artists might dislike a commodified world, but on the whole they 
don’t really want it to change. It seems that ultimately, options, encounters, 
dialogues and proposals are actions for fine-tuning, rather than far-reaching 
change. In this sense “critique” in Relational Aesthetics is incidental rather than 
intrinsic. 
 
Bourriaud suggests that heterogeneous socialities and ephemeral acts of 
resistance have supplanted the old leftist monolith, and refers to the critical 
theory of the Frankfurt School as nothing more than “archaic folklore”. The old 
models were predicated on uncompromising conflict, but the new generation is 
more flexible, realistic and friendly. Today’s generation of artists are also more 
pragmatic because they don’t try to represent unattainable utopias. Instead, he 
claims that 
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Social utopias and revolutionary hopes have given way to everyday  
micro-utopias and imitative strategies, any stance that is ‘directly’ critical  
of society is futile, if based on the illusion of a marginality that is  
nowadays impossible, not to say regressive.xiii  
 
According to Bourriaud, the old utopian ideal was a destructive dream, and as 
we cannot live outside society, in neither spatial nor temporal terms, it is time to 
find practical solutions. The art of relational aesthetics leads the way in this 
regard, for  
 
The artwork is presented as a social interstice within which these  
experiments and these new ‘life possibilities’ appear to be possible. It  
seems more pressing to invent possible relations with our neighbours in  
the present than to bet on happier tomorrows.xiv  
 
Bourriaud taps into and expresses a new sensibility held by artists of his 
generation, and it would seem that these artists are concerned with offering 
worlds of experience that have little in common with leftist ideology. Evidence of 
this generational divide was recently expressed in an Artforum letters column. 
An older art professional berated a young reviewer for selling out the critical 
tradition. She responded by explaining that they were speaking two different 
languages. His was the language of “an ideological vision of criticism. All 
resistance (whether cultural, political, or social) must take the form of opposition, 
negation, and denunciation.” In contrast, she characterised her approach in 
writing as an “intentionally slippery parlance. It does not espouse a view of 
criticality as cause and effect. Artists and critics who ‘speak’ this language 
employ strategies that might seem to affirm the status quo, while in fact they 
question or at least try to play with it. The quarrel …boils down to outward 
resistance versus crypto-collusion [my italics].”xv 
 
The “outward resistance” v. “crypto-collusion” argument is a significant 
disagreement between two generations who respond differently to consumer 
capitalism and its impact on global art practice. The earlier generation matured 
in a consumer culture that was more centralised and focused on the Nation-State, 
but the new generation has seen the full flowering of a post-industrial and 
service-oriented mode of trans-global corporate capitalism. 
 
Relational Aesthetics and the corporate order 
 
Is Relational Aesthetics aligned to “crypto-collusion” and does it subvert, or 
announce, the complete corporatisation of art production? Bourriaud claims that 
Relational Aesthetic artists employ the “methods of production” of the new 
global economic order. These methods are central to eliciting “relational” 
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procedures that are articulated through invitations, casting sessions, meetings, 
appointments, etc. These are also the new common forms through which artists 
develop personal relationships with the world. Artists also seek to share 
“contracts” with viewers in art practices that are “… aimed at recreating socio-
professional models and applying their production methods. Here, the artist 
works in the real field of the production of goods and services.”xvi Such activities 
do not offer alternative worlds, nor do they seem to resemble the “interstice” of 
pseudo-capitalist exchange in a subversive economy. Rather, it appears to 
represent a blanket adoption of today’s corporate world production practices. 
 
Bourriaud does not recognise this interpretation; preferring instead to call these 
instances of “operative realism”. Operative realism describes artists who move 
beyond the transitive/interstice model and deploy “mimicry” as a subversive 
strategy. He then makes the ambitious claim that ‘make-believe” is a successful 
tactic because, by its very powers of imitation, it exposes the actual condition of 
today’s reality. The Relational Aesthetic artist thus moves from strategies of 
transitivity, to imitation, to transparency. At this point, Bourriaud isn’t really 
clear about how utilising the principals of corporate capital can generate radical 
micro-utopias.xvii Instead, he states that artists maintain their freedom from the 
corporate realm by producing “relations” or “gestures” rather than concrete 
objects. According to this line of argument, deploying an “art practice” as 
opposed to the “art object” enables the artist to transcend economic imperatives 
and the object/commodity nexus that has traditionally constrained art. 
 
In response to criticism that Relational Aesthetics represents a “watered down 
form of social critique” and is complicit with the corporate order, Bourriaud 
returns to his “interstice” paradigm. He rejects the dialectical notion that there is 
a gap between art and broader culture (a distance that allows critiques to be 
launched). Rather, artists in the interstice act as intermediaries between different 
forms of discontent or alienation. It is not an either/or situation in which art 
stands “outside” society. Instead, artists are “in” society, but at the same time are 
able to create new proposals about life’s conditions.xviii The Relational Aesthetics 
artist is thus more a social worker than an avant-gardist with “big theoretical 
ambitions” to change the world.  
 
Relational Aesthetics: critique or complicity? 
 
Hal Foster asks if Relational Aesthetics, rather than transcending the corporate 
order, actually “aesthetises the nicer procedures of our service economy” 
through its use of invitations, casting sessions, appointments, meetings and 
convivial and user-friendly areas. This returns us to the question: to what extent 
is Relational Aesthetics part of a global corporate scene and to what degree does 
it depart from corporate culture? 
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When Lane Relyea writes about contemporary art he suggests that the 
disappearance of old modern, postmodern and avant-garde ideologies has led to 
a breakdown in the coherence of theoretical viewpoints. With the dissipation of 
theory, and with it, the old models of resistance and liberation, all we are left 
with is the “artworld”. This artworld consists of 
 
the system’s routinized doling out of recognition through the steady  
turnover of shows in galleries and museums, of essays and reviews in  
magazines and catalogues, and the just as steady production of art schools  
of ever more recognition-hungry artists…Nothing is in principle rejected,  
nothing is oppositional [my italics].”xix 
 
How might the art of Relational Aesthetics be seen as oppositional in this 
scenario, and how can it negotiate and transcend these artworld conditions? 
How does Bourriaud offer us a viable alternative to the fact that  “the history of 
modern art has been shaped to a large extent in … its transformation into 
markets and masses, its surrender to engineered consent and the pacifying 
distractions of enforced leisure.”?xx 
 
It could be worse. Carey Young’s art is engaging and thought provoking and she 
is a business consultant who brings her commercial experience to bear in her 
practice. In a work called “My Megastore” she hired a Virgin Megastore where 
the video screens, audio displays, and even the receipts contained her own 
branded logo. In another work, she hired a management team to train the staff at 
the Kunstverein in Germany in communication strategies. She claims that she is 
playing an ambiguous role between art and the corporate world. This ambiguity 
is expressed in a specific way: in place of Relational Aesthetics or Crypto-
Collusionism she uses the term “insertion” to describe her art strategy. 
“Insertion” is preferred over “intervention” (the old avant-garde way). An 
intervention implies some kind of disruption, but an insertion is smoother and 
reflects her belief that the artist is an intrinsic and functioning part of the art 
system. Young believes that art should reflect today’s reality of business world 
mergers and collapsing cultural/economic spheres. 
 
Carey Young therefore applies neo-liberal and corporate principals to instigate a 
business-like “intervention” into the art space. She argues that whereas art 
should only be “inserted” into the business world, the ideology and practices of 
business now have free rein to “intervene” into art and the art gallery. This much 
is acknowledged when Kunstverein director Maria Lind discussed Young. Lind 
stated that there is “the question of whether [Young] is complicit with the global 
capitalist system ... Is she so to speak, ‘doing their job for them’? …You could 
even argue that if art is to do with everyday life and everyday life is 
 8
‘businessified’ and increasingly commodified, then [Young’s] work operates 
right at the core of the situation.”xxi This approach may also explain why we need 
corporate types to advise art galleries on ways in which they can improve and 
enhance their entertainment value. Carey Young is ideal in this regard because 
she has the business background and experience to bring more 
“professionalism” to today’s art world. Young’s contribution to this scenario is 
therefore not even crypto-Collusion, it’s just plain collusion as the art gallery 
becomes the next forum to celebrate the victory of the corporate ethos. One 
would hope that when Bourriaud states there is no “critical distance” anymore, 
he is not suggesting that there can be no “outside” of this ideology of business. 
 
 
 
                                                 
i Bourriaud’s fundamental proposition is that “Art is an activity that provides the world with ways to establish relations, 
and these relationships to the world are concretised through objects, forms, signs and gestures.” Nicholas Bourriaud, 
Conference Paper, “Today’s Art Practise” – 21.9.2001. 
ii Guy Debord , Society of the Spectacle, (Detroit: Black and Red, 1983), #4.  In such a world lived-reality and 
the understanding of subjective life and identity had changed from "being" to "having" to "appearing to 
have". 
iii Sadie Plant, The Most Radical Gesture. The Situationist International in a Postmodern Age, (London: 
Routledge, 1992), p. 24. 
iv N. Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics, (Les presses de réel, 2002), p. 9. 
v Bourriaud also offers a broader historical view of this transformation. He suggests that the dystopian 
aspects of the Enlightenment project (at least in the way in which it has been instrumentalised by capitalism) 
has come to pass. He argues that there were two “Modernisms”; one,  the Modernism of rationalism and 
order (Apollonian), and two, spontaneity and disorder (Dionysian). The first modernism promised to build 
the conditions for the utopian liberation of mind and body, but it failed to deliver on this promise, for 
rationalism has been used to subjugate not emancipate people. He claims that in France “national 
institutions are short on democracy, and the global economy is trying to force on it methods of reification 
which trickle into every aspect of life.” (p.84), and further that ‘The widespread failure of modernity can be 
found here through the way inter-human relations are turned into products, along with the impoverishment 
of political alternatives, and the devaluation of work as a non-economic value, to which no development of 
free time corresponds.’ (RA, Op. Cit. p.84) 
I also refer the reader to Bourriaud’s discussion of life in the “Society of Extras” Ibid, p. 113). 
vi Bourriaud suggests that the Situationists were limited in their critique for they overlooked the significance 
of the “figure of exchange” between people. In simple terms, the “figure of exchange” (of inter-human 
relations) for the Situationists was already commodified, and could only be overturned by eradicating the 
commodity system. For Bourriaud however art is entirely dependent on such exchanges and these are 
capable of producing areas of inter-human exchange that are not commodified. This is also connected to 
Bourriaud’s claim that the old left idea of remaining “outside” society is not possible. 
vii  N. Bourriaud, Op. Cit., p. 42. 
viii  N. Bourriaud, Ibid., p. 16. It is a pity that Bourriaud follows this contention with rather weak examples of 
controlled spaces. In referring to resistance against automatic toilets, ATMs, and telephone wake-up calls 
one may ask how threatening to well being and consciousness these objects are. 
ix N. Bourriaud, Ibid., p. 21. 
x N. Bourriaud, Ibid., p. 44. 
xi Bourriaud also refers to art and new models of sociability as a “contract” that is offered to the viewer. This 
neo-liberal terminology is aligned with his insistence that these art relationships be “transitive”, “dynamic” 
and “flexible”, just like today’s flow of global capital. 
xii N. Bourriaud, Ibid., p.58. He argues that the art object is just a ‘happy ending’ to the exhibition process, 
and “…does not represent the logical end of the work, but an event.” (pp.53-54) Tiravanija is used as an 
exemplar of this approach for he “…does not dodge materialisation, but deconstructs the methods of 
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making the art object into a series of events, giving it a proper time frame, which is not necessarily the 
conventional time frame of the picture being looked at.” (p. 54) 
xiii N. Bourriaud, Ibid., p. 31. In relation to modernism Bourriaud asserts that it “was based on conflict, 
whereas the imaginary of our day and age is concerned with negotiations, bonds and co-existences … we 
are readily prepared just to create various forms of modus vivendi permitting fairer social relations, more 
compact ways of living, and many different combinations of fertile existence. Art, likewise, is no longer 
seeking to represent utopias; rather, it is attempting to construct concrete spaces.” (pp.45-46) 
xiv N. Bourriaud, Ibid., p. 45. He brings Guattari to his defence when he cites that poststructuralist as saying: 
“Just as I think it is illusory to aim at a step-by-step transformation of society, so I think that microscopic 
attempts, of the community and neighbourhood committee type, the organization of day-nurseries in the 
faculty, and the like, play an absolutely crucial role.” (p. 31)  
 
In a sense Bourriaud wants to have his cake and eat it too. At times sounding like the Situationist Raoul 
Vaneigem he argues that instead of a revolution of society there is a revolution of the everyday, which will 
lead to “a change in the collective sensibility. Henceforth the group is pitted against the mass, 
neighbourliness against propaganda, low tech against high tech, and the tactile against the visual. And 
above all, the everyday now turns out to be a much more fertile terrain than ‘pop culture’.” (p.67) 
 
Part of Hal Foster’s critique of Bourriaud is based on the belief that the latter’s claims for the art of 
Relational Aesthetics are themselves utopian. For instance, Foster asks whether it can be demonstrated that 
“…a desultory form evokes a democratic community, or a non-hierarchical installation predicts an 
egalitarian world?” He also questions whether the viewer is really brought along with the artwork. He asks  
“The active viewer? The beholder-manipulator? The ‘reactivation’ of the viewer? Is this what really 
happens? These attempts to directly engage the viewer may be too ambiguous, there is a risk of illegibility 
and despite claims to the contrary, this form of practice likely brings the artist back to forefront as the 
“primary exegete of the work”. Is the end result the “befuddlement of the viewer”? (Hal Foster, ‘Arty Party’, 
London Review of Books, 4 Dec. 2003, p. 21.) 
xv Artforum, Summer 2004, p. 16 
xvi N. Bourriaud, Op. Cit., p. 35. 
xvii Although part of the corporate world, Bourriaud still claims the artist’s right to romantic genius, for they 
can “come across as a world of subjectivisation on the move, like the mannequin of his own subjectivity. He 
thus becomes the terrain of special experiences” (p.103) He also claims that artists like Christine Hill (who 
has interviewed residents in a housing commission estate) make art into “…an angelic programme, a set of 
tasks carried out beside or beneath the real economic system, so as to patiently re-stitch the relational 
fabric.” (p.36) The artist as social worker is there to act as an agent of gentle amelioration, not radical 
transformation. In addition, Bourriaud refuses to accept the proposition that these acts of social welfare 
remain firmly entrenched in the realm of the symbolic.  
xviii Bourriaud relies on subtle distinctions in this part of his argument as when he uses the artist Phillippe 
Parreno to support this contention, “the exhibition does not deny the social relationships in effect, but it 
does distort them and project them into a space-time frame encoded by the art system, and by the artist 
him/herself.” (pp.82-3). He also discusses Tiravanija in this regard: “the purpose is not conviviality, but the 
product of this conviviality …a complex form that combines a formal structure, objects made available to 
visitors, and the fleeting image issuing from collective behaviour …It is not a matter of representing angelic 
worlds, but of producing the conditions thereof.” (p.83) 
xix L. Relyea, “L.A. –Based & Superstructure”, Public Offerings, Howard Singerman (Ed.) (ex. cat. Los 
Angeles: Museum of Contemporary Art/Thames & Hudson, 2001), p. 260 
xx Ibid, p. 249 
xxi M. Lind, “Exchange and Transformation” in Critical Interventions (Sydney: Biennale, 2004), n.p. 
